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1.  ABSTRACT 

Cooperative development is an effective channel for development and 

empowerment within the Indigenous communities. It is a model that espouses self-

governance, self-determination, self-help, self-development and ownership with an aim 

towards sustainable community development. A Cooperative is a complementary 

approach to community development because it is community-inclusive with a goal to 

mobilize local resources in a bid to attain sustainable development (Fairbairn et al.1991; 

Wilkinson and Quarter 1996).  

This paper examines the co-operative strategy of community empowerment 

through the case study of Indigenous community development through a social enterprise 

in the form of a food co-operative in Winnipeg, Manitoba. Neechi Foods Co-op Ltd., 

popularly 
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4. INDIGENOUS FOOD SECURITY & SOVEREIGNTY 

Neechi foods cooperative model demonstrates the intersections between the 

cooperative business model and Indigenous knowledge. Indigenous knowledge places 

land and food are at the centre of what it means to be Indigenous (food secure Canada, 

2012). Despite this, very little literature has focused on what Indigenous food security 

and sovereignty looks like within cities, specifically, using the cooperative business 

model. Neechi Commons represents a unique entity acting as a co-operative business, 

social enterprise and Indigenous community centre. As food represents a central tenet of 

Indigenous culture and inner city Winnipeg has been developing into a food desert it is 

understandable why Neechi Commons developed as a food co-operative and social 

enterprise. 

On the one hand, food security according to the World Health Organization 

(1996) is defined as existing ‘when all peoples at all times have access to sufficient, safe, 

nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active lifestyle.' Food sovereignty on the other 

hand speaks to the ability of people to control their own food system. The food deserts 
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assertion that Indigenous peoples with their long history of marginalization, poverty and 

disproportionate access to resources find themselves food insecure. 

 A Vancouver-based study looking at aboriginal healthy eating and food security 

presented results that revealed urban Indigenous food insecurity is significantly impacted 

by the loss of food related skills, increased the cost of living, transportation costs, and 

low availability of traditional foods (Provincial Health Services Authority, 2011). Due to 

their limited access to resources to acquire basic necessities such as shelter, warmth, and 

food, the urban Indigenous population find themselves forced to compromise their 

traditional food consumption taking up cheap unhealthy processed foods from 

convenience stores (CBC, 2015). This forced food choice invariably impacts the four 

pillars of food security: access, availability, supply, and utilization. In a study conducted 

by Che and Chen (2001), results revealed that the prevalence of food insecurity was 

higher among Aboriginal people living off-reserve with 27% reporting, at least, some 

form of food insecurity and 24% experiencing a compromised diet. 

Cidro (2015) argues that, in recent years, food sovereignty is not only being used 

as an intervention to the challenge of food insecurity but also, as a larger attempt to 

regain control over food systems and health. Culture cannot be divorced from the 

discourse around Indigenous food security and sovereignty as food represents more than 

simple sustenance in the Indigenous culture. Cultural food insecurity is an additional 

layer of Indigenous food security felt by Indigenous inner city residents (Power, 2008).  

Morrison (2011) identifies four components of Indigenous food sovereignty that show the 

unique nature of food within the Indigenous culture; 

1. The recognition that food is sacred 
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 The cooperative business model also makes provision for Indigenous respect for 

land and the environment through the Concern for the Community principle. Neechi 

Commons takes the Concern for the Community principle one step further by 

maintaining a Community Economic Development (CED) principle. Neechi Common’s 

CED principle ensures the procurement of local foods to help in building the local 

economy. Neechi Commons supports multiple urban and rural farmers through its 

seasonal farmers market, sourcing food products between Manitoba and Northwestern 

Ontario (Neechi Commons, 2015). This not only promotes food sovereignty, but 

environmental sustainability as well by reducing the carbon footprint from store 

purchases. Neechi Commons’ main focus, however, is in establishing a closer 

relationship between production and consumption to build a stronger more resilient 

Indigenous inner city community. 

According to Cidro (2015), food is a conduit to culture and concomitantly to 

Indigenous identity. The provision of culturally important foods, especially in urban 

cities, helps to reduce food insecurity and is instrumental in the cultural reclamation of 

Indigenous peoples identity given their long history of colonial repression. Morrison 

(2011) adds that the availability and access to cultural foods is a means of reconnecting 

people to their traditional food systems. Neechi Commons is known for its oven-fresh 

bannock, wild blueberries, wild rice and Manitoba fish.
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desert and is underdeveloped (Dobchuk-Land, Toews, and Silver, 2010). According to 

Neechi Commons president “The problem is underdevelopment. The money is not being 

circulated here and that underdevelopment is being created with the expansion of the 

suburbs and the big markets out there” (Story, 2015). This underdevelopment represents a 

gap in the market and is related to the needs of Indigenous community. The founding 

members of the Neechi Commons saw an economic market opportunity after large retail 

stores left the region (RDI working report, 2015).  Within cities where the types of 

products available for consumption are not culturally specific to Indigenous communities 

the lack of store choice is a cultural issue. The lack of development of the food market to 

include culturally specific foods, pushes Aboriginal community members further away 

from the community in which they reside.  

The negative market externality specific to aboriginal groups within cities is the 

indirect third party suffering from the “proliferation of strictly economic organizations 

that divorced themselves from social, environmental or cultural goals.”( Sengupta, 2015, 

page 129). The current trends on the grocery sector to move to a big box format to 

provide universally acceptable products can be seen as a cultural negative externality 

within the food system (Hicks, Keil and Spector, 2012). Neechi Commons is an excellent 

example of an  Indigenous entrepreneurial responses to this separation of organizational 

functions including a more holistic reintegration and innovative combinations of social, 

environmental and cultural goals with economic goals, which can be exemplary for other 

social economy organizations (Beavon, Voyageur and Newhouse, 2005).  

Sengupta (2015) suggests that the co-operative model is optimal for Indigenous 

communities as outlined by his research of Indigenous co-operatives in Canada.  To 
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hiring and stable employment initiative, which is key to the overall development of their 

community. “Staff at Neechi are often seizing an opportunity for secure employment that 

might otherwise be unavailable to them…Neechi does most of its own on-the-job 

training, through community partners have contributed financially and provide 

consultation… The business complex, located at 865 Main St., is deliberately positioned 

in a community that faces tough socioeconomic problems and barriers of employment to 

offer them opportunities” (Coates, 2014). An obvious benefit to using the co-operative 

business structure is the entire model is built off a one person, one vote mentality that 

comes with being a multi-stakeholder owner/worker operated cooperative. Therefore, 

“employees have the opportunity to become business owners and entrepreneurs; an 

opportunity that most of them otherwise would never get” (What’s so special about 

Neechi Commons).   

They do not only create employment but they make an effort to support other local 

enterprises, such as, “variety of urban and rural farmers or gardeners through a seasonal 

farmers market. Some of the urban gardeners are neighbourhood youth, organized and 

trained through ‘Food for Folks’” (What’s so special about Neechi Commons).To help its 

community even further, “Neechi Commons also is home to the Aboriginal Chamber of 

Commerce and to the Momentum Centre, which helps to transition Aboriginal youth and 

new Canadians aged 18 to 30 years off of Employment and Income Assistance into 

careers of their choice” (What’s so special about Neechi Commons). Through the 

commitment to the multi-stakeholder co-operative model, Neechi Commons has gain 

awareness of co-operatives as a community development tool. This awareness has 
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generated funding from the Governments of Canada and Manitoba as well as Winnipeg 

to help financially with this social enterprise. 

The analysis of community impact of this social enterprise’s food and art 

distribution system focuses on intent and action. Neechi Commons seeks to, “to support 

Aboriginal-produced products and we also want to support locally produced products. 

We want to be a regional food and arts centre that creates a market for locally produced 
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system, natural sky
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economic focus to its operations along with the environmental, social and cultural 

components that make-up a true Indigenous co-operative enterprise.  

Conclusion 

The co-operative model has principles and values that are synergistic to positive 

economic and social growth, which make it ideal for Neechi Commons to revitalize its 

community. Revitalization of an Indigenous inner city community requires incorporation 

of self-determination, cultural inclusion into a business entity that empowers community 

members. The self-determination or autonomy provided by the co-operative model was 

control over cultural revitalization, economic actions and control over environmental 

development that takes into account place and food which are main tenets of the 

Indigenous culture. Within the co-operative structure control over cultural revitalization 

through self-governance is encouraged. Community participation is required within the 

co-operative model and leads to a reclaiming of cultural identity not offered by investor 

owned firms. Autonomy also includes economic control to increase the well being of 

community advancing commerce revitalization through the co-operative business model. 

Focus on sustainable development provides a level of control, which ensures the 

organizations long-term control over cultural vales and functionality of livelihood within 

a Western environment.   

According to Sengupta (2015), the history of Indigenous cooperatives in Canada 

is argued to have a direct correlation with Canada's historical colonization policies. 

Hence, a history of systemic socio-cultural and economic oppression becomes the 

catalyst and anchor for Indigenous self-determination towards cultural independence and 

socio-economic empowerment/revitalization. It is, therefore, suggestive to say that the 
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colonial impacts threatening the traditional and local food system of Indigenous peoples 
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